Lesson 2: From the “Phony War” to Vichy
September 1939-July 1940
The term drôle de guerre – “Phony War” – was coined by French journalist Roland Dorgelès. The Germans called the period of September 1939-May 1940 the “Sitzkrieg,” in reference to the quasi lack of military engagements during that time, when French soldiers on the eastern front trusted in the ability of their line – the “Ligne Maginot” – to resist any attack from German soldiers ensconced in their own “Siegfried Line.”

La Ligne Maginot

The line was built (in the 20s and 30s) along France’s borders with Belgium, Luxembourg, Germany, and Italy (even though the fortification line facing Italy isn’t customarily identified as a Maginot segment). It was named after the French politician who fought for its development and funding. Indeed, France’s losses in WWI were such that its military high command devised entirely new war strategies in the immediate aftermath of that conflict.

The line was to protect from a surprise attack from the East and allow for mobilization of French forces. It would shield the industrial and mine-rich regions of Alsace and Lorraine. It could be used as a starting point for a counter-attack. It would certainly act as a deterrent to any German plan for a surprise attack and force Hitler’s forces to push their way through Belgium. In this case, Great Britain, a co-guarantor of Belgium’s sovereignty, would be forced into war on France’s side. 

The Maginot line, unfortunately, does not reach the North Sea, but ends abruptly at Montmédy,  a few miles from Belgium. French-Belgian military cooperation in the early 1930s resulted in the building of some casemates along the border, but the project of reaching the sea was abandoned when Belgium proclaimed neutrality in 1936. All work on the line ceased, forcing the French military to endorse a highly risky strategy: responding to Germany’s aggressions by marching into Belgium.





Source : Übersichtskarte der Maginot-Linie | Public Domain von http://www.schoolshistory.org.uk/EuropeatWar/frenchreadinessforwar.htm
After a limited and inconclusive French attack against the Siegfried line following France’s formal declaration of war against Germany on Sept. 3, 1939, both armies would sit, facing each other but attempting nothing, for seven months. The Germans would use that time to build up their air force as well as their Panzer divisions; and to weaken French morale with a propaganda campaign over the airwaves. 

The French government was mostly concerned with an alarmingly threatening international climate, and, starting in the late summer of 1939, its policies, under the leadership of Edouard Daladier, rely increasingly on the support of center and right-wing parties to govern France. Following the signing of the non-aggression pact between Germany and the USSR (August 23), the French government engages in “exceptional policies”:

· At the end of August, a series of decrees impose censorship on the press, the arts, and the radio. Communist papers and publishing are banned.

· On September 26th, the (French) Communist Party is dissolved by decree – it supported the USSR and its non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany. Local authorities are given power to strip Communist elected officials of their mandates.

· On October 8, 33 Communist members of Parliament are arrested.
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Newspaper dated September 27, 1939
A timid military foray into the Sarre region of Germany, initiated in September, comes to an end when Poland falls. In October, French troops retreat behind the Maginot line.

In November, Ray Ventura, a French crooner, releases a song that reflects the confidence the French have in their line of defense (Maginot Line) v. the German’s own: “We’ll go hang our laundry on the Siegfried line…” 
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Winter 1939. Soldiers in the underground galleries

 in one of the Maginot Line posts. Source : SHD



Following the capitulation of Poland, and in accordance with their alliance agreement, Britain mobilizes and sends an expeditionary force to France. By the early autumn of 1939, some 158,000 British soldiers have arrived and deployed along the Belgian border. The number of British soldiers would reach 395,000 by the time the Germans launched the campaign that would result in the invasion of the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Belgium, and France.
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Source: October issue of  France Magazine

British headquarters settle in Le Mans; a Scottish division joins French forces in eastern France, behind the Ligne Maginot. 

In December, France and England sign a treaty of economic alliance.

In early 1940, the Soviet Union attacks Finland, while Germany attacks Scandinavia from the west. A poorly planned joint operation by the Allies to relieve pressure on Finland (and secure the Norwegian mines from the Nazis) is abandoned, and this international relations failure prompts the fall of Prime Minister Daladier. In March 1940, Paul Reynaud is appointed by President Lebrun to run the country. To consolidate his government, Reynaud appoints Marshal Philippe Pétain Vice-Premier.

The Battle of France

French strategy on the eastern front was based on the entrenched idea, formulated in 1934 by Marshal Philippe Pétain – hero of World War I, Savior of France. A German attack in the Ardennes, at the level of Montmédy – where the Maginot line ends – would be impossible to carry out because of a difficult terrain heavily covered with trees. The fortified line in this area is therefore left undermanned (2 armies of new and poorly trained recruits, with reinforcements on the way) and specifically weak in motorized vehicles.

On May 10, 1940, Hitler orders to attack the allied forces of The Netherlands, Britain, and France. It is precisely where the French expected that no invasion would occur (in absence of massive infantry forces) that German command, on May 13, sends the air force. The area is carpet-bombed and the panzer divisions burst through and secure it by midnight that same day. The line failed to protect France from the Germans, who circumvented it altogether, coming through north of Sedan.
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	French tanks get into action after the Germans broke into French lines in Sedan on 13 May 1940.  The intense German attack at this vulnerable place in the Allies deployment would result in the collapse of the front, with the northern contingents isolated from the southern forces and caught in a German vise.

Source: Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis  


The German army presses on, marching through the Somme and the Aisne, forcing the British to retreat to the North Sea coast (evacuation of British and French soldiers at Dunkirk, May 27-June 5, 1940), and inflicting a complete defeat on the French forces by June 10. Losses are massive: 90,000 soldiers killed; 200,000 wounded; and close to 2 million men taken prisoner.

From June 8 on, civilians take to the roads in a massive exodus (“l’exode”) – some 8 million people leave the path of invasion, barely ahead of the German army.

On June 10:

· Italy declares war on France and on England

· The French government leaves Paris, aiming for Bordeaux (which they will reach on the 15h)
On June 14, the Germans enter Paris.
On June 16th, Paul Reynaud proposes the merging of France and Great Britain, called “Anglo-French Unity.” Like de Gaulle, who’d given that text to publicize to the Prime Minister, Reynaud favors an alliance with Britain and resisting the Germans. A minority voice in his own government (which aligned with Pétain in promoting the idea of an armistice), Reynaud resigns his position that same day. (Arrested shortly thereafter, he will spend the rest of the war in captivity.) Lebrun appoints Pétain prime minister.

June 17th: Pétain forms his Cabinet. Both the government and the National Assembly move to Vichy, a quiet spa town in central France. Pétain requests an armistice with Germany. De Gaulle leaves Bordeaux for London.

June 18th:  In a BBC broadcast, General de Gaulle calls to the French to continue fighting the Germans. He also founds a French government in exile. That same day, de Gaulle presides over the foundation of the French Committee for National Liberation.

June 22nd: The armistice is signed with Germany. (Another armistice will be signed with Italy on June 24.)

June 23, Pierre Laval joins Pétain’s government, and starts working on a new future for France, especially in light of the country’s new map.

Immediate consequences of the armistice: partial occupation of France, which is divided into zones, with German forces taking over more than half of mainland France, including the Atlantic and North Sea coasts. The German (central) Military Command set up in Paris, in the occupied zone.

Separating the occupied from the “free zone” is the “ligne de démarcation” (demarcation line). The Germans would control the regions north of it, the French government (no longer in Paris) would have jurisdiction over the rest of the country (minus a few towns in southern France that go under Italian control).
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On July 5, Laval addresses some 140 deputies and senators freshly arrived in Vichy, letting them know that the government would convene a meeting of both Chambers, clearly stating that –  in spite of a constitutional law going back to 1884 stipulating that the “Republican form of government may not be the subject of a proposal for revision” – Pétain’s government would promulgate a new constitution that would align with the constitutional texts of Germany and Italy.

